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SPIRITUALS AND THEIR INTERPRETATION, 
FROM SLAVERY TO 1970 
 




Why is it that “Steal Away” is better known than “Jesus on the Waterside?” This 
question can only be answered by examining the history of how Spirituals were brought 
to the attention of audiences beyond the plantation. Negro Spirituals began as a folk 
music tradition and were later developed into concert music for performance. Along the 
way, this genre was described, notated, catalogued, studied, and arranged by individuals 
from various ideological perspectives, which led to the following questions and debates: 
1. Can African Americans produce beautiful music? 
2. Why do African Americans sing? 
3. Are African Americans content to await freedom in Heaven?  
4. Are the Spirituals original compositions or imitations of European music? 
5. Are the Spirituals a source of dignity or shame?  
6. What can contemporary society learn from the message of the Spirituals? 
7. How should the Spirituals be performed? 
 
The debates that most directly affected the canon of Spirituals are the final three 
questions, which originated among African Americans after emancipation and were 
especially influential at freedmen schools in the South, where the tradition of singing 
Spirituals as concert music was established. 
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INTRODUCTION 
“Wade in the Water,”  “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” “Deep River” — these song 
titles are familiar and readily identifiable as African-American or Negro Spirituals. Yet 
there are others, virtually unknown to the general population and to the professional 
singers whose concert repertoire has included these songs alongside European art songs 
and operatic arias. Even in a musical genre that lies outside the canon of Western concert 
music (as is the case with Spirituals), there exists a core repertoire of songs that gained 
popularity while others fell by the wayside. How did this occur? Why is it that “Steal 
Away” is better known than “Jesus on the Waterside?” This question can only be 
answered by examining the history and mode of how Spirituals were transmitted to 
audiences beyond the plantation.  
Negro Spirituals began as a folk music tradition and were later developed into 
concert music for performance. Along the way, this genre was described, notated, 
catalogued, studied, and arranged by individuals from various ideological perspectives. 
The earliest individuals were slave masters and European travelers who recorded their 
observations and interpretations of the slaves’ music and performance practices in 
journals and travel logs. During the Civil War, northern abolitionists living in the South 
as missionaries, teachers, and soldiers at freed-slave settlements and with African-
American army regiments recorded their observations and interpretations of African 
Americans’ music-making along with lyrics and notations of songs and additional 
information about the music’s significance and origins gleaned from informal 
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interviews.1 Excerpts were published in northern periodicals to fuel the anti-slavery 
movement, and more extensive works were published after the Civil War ended.2 Several 
years after the war, Spirituals as concert music gained international attention from White 
audiences. In response, musicians, critics, and researchers in various fields of the 
humanities and social sciences began to consider the songs from musicological, 
historical, anthropological, sociological, folkloric, and theological perspectives. People of 
both African and European descent in the United States and around the world engaged in 
academic and artistic debate through their publications and compositions.  
A primary challenge when studying folk music traditions is that written records 
are scarce and potentially inaccurate. This is especially true since records were typically 
written by foreigners temporarily visiting a community and observing traditions from a 
peripheral vantage point. Given the history of racism in the United States and the 
Spirituals’ origins in a race-based slavery system, it is important to note the backgrounds 
of the individuals who were involved in presenting Spirituals to a wider public. Doing so 
raises two important questions: 1) In what ways were African Americans influential 
while in a position of societal subservience? 2) Once education was legalized for former 
slaves, how did the written sources change in focus and interpretation from the earlier 
documents by Europeans and European Americans?  
                                                
1 I use the term “notation” rather than “transcription” because the writers sometimes described their 
notations as arrangements, although they may have been using this term in a less precise fashion than its 
current usage in musical terminology. 
2 One example is Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Army Life in a Black Regiment (Boston: Fields, Odgood, 
2 One example is Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Army Life in a Black Regiment (Boston: Fields, Odgood, 
and Co., 1870), a series of journal entries and recollections from his time as colonel of the First South 
Carolina Volunteers, the first slave regiment of the Civil War. Chapter Nine is titled “Negro Spirituals.” 
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Rather than attempt a comprehensive examination of every source written about 
the Spirituals, this thesis will present a critical overview of the interpretive approaches, 
discussing key writings and individuals who are representative of each perspective. The 
following table outlines some pivotal events that contextualize these views.  
TABLE 1: Overview of Pivotal Events in the Interpretation of Spirituals 
 
Date Event / Publication Significance 
1782 Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on the State of 
Virginia 
African Americans were acknowledged 
as capable of music performance but 
not composition. 
1845 Narrative of the Life of Frederick 
Douglass, an American Slave, Written by 
Himself 
Douglass described his experiences in 
slavery and refuted the stereotype of the 
“happy, singing Negro.” 
Dec. 13, 
1861 
Twenty stanzas and the refrain of “Let My 
People Go” appeared in the New York 
Tribune. Eight days later, the same was 
published in The National Anti-Slavery 
Standard. 
First publication of a Spiritual. This led 
to speeches about the anti-slavery 
sentiment in Spirituals and the 
collection of lyrics and notations by 
abolitionists. 
1865 End of the Civil War; ratification of the 
Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution 
Slavery was abolished in the United 
States. 
1866 Fisk Free Colored School (later Fisk 
University) was founded in Tennessee. 
First college for African Americans in 
the South 
1867 Slave Songs of the United States  First published collection of Spirituals 
Oct. 6, 
1871 
The Jubilee Singers of Fisk University 
began touring the North to raise funds for 
the school. In May of the following year, 
these student-singers embarked on their 
first European tour. 
Spirituals were introduced to the world 
as concert music, sparking a college 
tradition of singing, arranging, 
collecting, and publishing Spirituals.  
1893 Antonin Dvořák cited Spirituals as the 
basis for America’s national concert music. 
Sparked national and international 
debate about the musical value and 
American-ness of Spirituals 
1916 Jubilee Songs of the United States First popular collection of Spirituals 
arranged as (solo) art songs 
c.1918-
1937 
The Black (or Harlem) Renaissance  Introduced new ideas about the 
implications of race in the arts 
May 
1920 
Roland Hayes’ first concert in London Spirituals gained international attention 
as solo concert repertoire, blazing a trail 




Although research and performance of Spirituals continued well past the year 
1970, I have chosen to focus on the period leading up to the first published history of 
African-American music by a historical musicologist. Eileen Southern’s The Music of 
Black Americans: A History (1971) and her subsequent hiring by Harvard University in 
1976 were an indication of changing views in academia towards African-American 
music’s validity for musical study and historical research, undoubtedly influenced by the 
events of the previous decades related to civil rights.  
Finally, a few words must be said about the use of certain terms in this paper. 
“Black” and “African American” are used interchangeably in reference to the 
descendants of Africans enslaved in the United States. Similarly, “White” and “European 
American” are used interchangeably in reference to the descendants of Europeans in the 
United States. When referring to African descendants as part of the larger diaspora or to 
Europeans of a particular country, these distinctions will be made clear. I use the term 
“Spirituals” to refer to the sacred songs, sung and composed individually and collectively 
by enslaved African Americans who normally drew on Biblical themes and applied these 
themes to their own experiences. The term “concert music” is used to describe genres 
composed and intended primarily for performance in a formal concert or recital setting. 
The terms “folk song” and “folk music” are used to denote genres that were composed 
and passed on orally rather than in notated form and which, as a result, cannot be 
attributed to a specific composer and may exist in variant forms. For Spirituals, this 
journey began in 1619, when a Dutch trade ship landed at Jamestown, Virginia, marking 
the first forced arrival of Africans on North America’s shores. 
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CHAPTER I: FROM SLAVERY TO CIVIL WAR 
 
PART 1: Sacred Songs or Negro Noise? 
 
O black and unknown bards of long ago,  
How came your lips to touch the sacred fire?  
How, in your darkness, did you come to know  
The power and beauty of the minstrel’s lyre?  
Who first from midst his bonds lifted his eyes?  
Who first from out the still watch, lone and long,  
Feeling the ancient faith of prophets rise  
Within his dark-kept soul, burst into song?3 
 
In the poem, “O Black and Unknown Bards,” African-American writer James 
Weldon Johnson (1871-1938) expressed his wonder at the miraculous genesis of the 
Spirituals.4 Although the bards are unknown, Johnson identified the source of their songs. 
With lips purified (like the prophet Isaiah) from sin, “the ancient faith of prophets” rose 
within their souls even while they were kept in imposed ignorance, so that, “from midst 
his bonds… from out the still watch, lone and long,” the enslaved African American 
“[came] to know / The power and beauty of the minstrel’s lyre… [and] his dark-kept 
soul, burst into song.”5 This opening stanza speaks to one of the earliest debates in the 
interpretation of Spirituals: Can African Americans produce beautiful music?  
During the colonial period and early days of the new republic, slaves’ music was 
generally ignored, dismissed as the savage sounds of a primitive people. Thomas 
Jefferson wrote in his Notes on the State of Virginia that African Americans “are more 
                                                
3 This and subsequent stanzas from“O Black and Unknown Bards” in James Weldon Johnson, Fifty Years 
and Other Poems (Boston: Cornhill Publishing, 1917), 6-8. 
4 James Weldon Johnson and J. Rosamond Johnson, The Book of American Negro Spirituals (New York: 
Viking Press, 1925), 12.   
5 “Then said I, Woe is me! for I am undone; because I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of 
a people of unclean lips: for mine eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts. Then flew one of the 
seraphims unto me, having a live coal in his hand, which he had taken with the tongs from off the altar: 
And he laid it upon my mouth, and said, Lo, this hath touched thy lips; and thine iniquity is taken away, 
and thy sin purged” (Isaiah 6:5-7 KJV). 
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generally gifted than the whites with accurate ears for tune and time, and they have been 
found capable of imagining a small catch. Whether they will be equal to the composition 
of a more extensive run of melody, or of complicated harmony, is yet to be proved.”6 
Jefferson was an amateur musician (in keeping with his rank as a gentleman) and an avid 
collector of musical scores and instruments. He sought to advance the development of a 
national music for the United States long before such debates had entered the halls of 
academia, a topic that will be pursued below in Chapter Two. Yet his writings contain 
only two statements about African Americans as musicians, focusing instead on racial 
inferiority as a reason to exclude African Americans from citizenship. Jefferson’s near 
silence is striking given the extent to which he promoted Native-American music and the 
fact that his Monticello plantation was filled with African Americans singing and playing 
instruments from sun-up until well beyond sun-down. Yet his advocacy of Native-
American music was an effort “to counter European claims about the inherent degeneracy 
of the New World” by promoting its native music, while “black music was understood as 
noise… Their songs simply did not count.”7 The music of African Americans was 
dismissed because they were, themselves, dismissed by society. Assuming that African 
Americans were inferior to European Americans, it logically followed (though from a 
faulty premise) that African Americans must be inferior as musicians and artists.  
                                                
6 Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia (Paris: 1782), 257. Eighteenth Century Collections 
Online. Gale. http://find.galegroup.com.ezproxy.bu.edu/ecco/infomark.do?&source=gale&prodId= 
ECCO&userGroupName=bost84371&tabID=T001&docId=CW101913444&type=multipage&contentSet=
ECCOArticles&version=1.0&docLevel=FASCIMILE (accessed July 1, 2013). 
7 Bonnie Gordon, “What Did Thomas Jefferson’s World Sound Like? Recreating the soundscape of 
Monticello, from patriotic songs to the slap of the whip,” Slate (May 15, 2012), 1 and 2. 
http://www.slate.com/articles/life/history/2012/05/thomas_jefferson_the_sounds_of_ 
monticello_from_patriotic_songs_to_the_slap_of_the_whip_.2.html (accessed July 1, 2013). 
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Even among individuals who heard, in the slaves’ music, some quality worthy of 
mention, emphasis was placed on the songs’ “savage” or “primitive” sound and evocative 
sentiment. While living on a Georgia plantation, Frances Anne Kemble (1809-1893; 
British actress) wrote:  
I thought I could trace distinctly some popular national melody with which 
I was familiar in almost all their songs; but I have been quite at a loss to 
discover any such foundation for many that I have heard lately, and which 
have appeared to me extraordinarily wild and unaccountable… very 
curious and effective… the admirable time and true accent with which 
their responses are made, always makes me wish that some great musical 
composer could hear these semi-savage performances. With a very little 
skillful adaptation and instrumentation, I think one or two barbaric chants 
and choruses might be evoked from them that would make the fortune of 
an opera.8 
 
Kemble foreshadowed a number of the themes that would echo throughout the coming 
decades: a sense that the songs derive from familiar tunes only to have this notion defied 
by their utter foreignness, the stirring emotional impact of the songs, their striking 
rhythmic quality, and their suitability as material for development in the field of concert 
music. As these debates unfolded, the underlying question always remained: Are African 
Americans capable of producing something that is worthy of being called music in the 
Western European sense of the word? To acknowledge these songs as artistically valid 
was implausible to those who rejected African Americans as equals, for it would concede 
African Americans’ possession of and potential for accomplishment in cultured society 
and advanced civilization – an idea that undermined the very bedrock of slavery in the 
United States and racism around the world. 
                                                
8 Frances Anne Kemble, Journal of a Residence on a Georgian Plantation, 1838-1839 (New York: Harper 
and Brothers, 1863), 218. 
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PART 2: The Music of Complaint or Contentment? 
 
Heart of what slave poured out such melody  
As “Steal away to Jesus”? On its strains  
His spirit must have nightly floated free,  
Though still about his hands he felt his chains.  
Who heard great “Jordan roll”? Whose starward eye  
Saw chariot “swing low”? And who was he  
That breathed that comforting, melodic sigh,  
“Nobody knows de trouble I see”? 
 
The second stanza of Johnson’s poem introduces another debate that arose 
between advocates and opponents of slavery as average citizens and societal leaders 
struggled to reconcile the contradictions between the “self-evident” truths and 
“unalienable rights” recorded in the Declaration of Independence and a federally-
sanctioned system of perpetual servitude for a portion of the nation’s population. 
According to Johnson’s poem, the slaves’ music expressed dissatisfaction with 
enslavement and gave voice to their desire for liberty. Singing was a means of 
encouragement and catharsis. “On its strains / [the slave’s] spirit must have nightly 
floated free, / Though still about his hands he felt his chains.” The songs expressed an 
assurance that Jesus ruled on high, sovereign over all creation, but also knew the troubles 
faced on earth, thus strengthening the heart with hope amid the daily toils of oppression. 
During the time of slavery, a slightly different view prevailed. In the North and in the 
South, many chose to believe that the slaves’ singing indicated contentment with the 
conditions of slavery rather than displeasure and a desire for changed circumstances.  
In 1791, William Bartram (1739-1823; British-American naturalist from 
Philadelphia) published a travel log containing the following description of a scene on a 
Georgian plantation: “The slaves… were mounted on the massive timber logs; the regular 
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heavy strokes of their gleaming axes re-echoed in the deep forests; at the same time, 
contented and joyful, the sooty sons of Afric forgetting their bondage, in chorus sung the 
virtues and beneficence of their master.”9 Bartram interpreted these men as “contented 
and joyful,” even asserting that they forgot their bondage while in the act of working 
because of their singing. He also interpreted their songs as praise of the master’s 
goodness and generosity, but it is more likely that their songs were meant satirically. 
Bartram’s interpretation of the situation results from the popular view of “the singing 
slave as proof of his reasonably humane treatment under slavery, proof of his childlike, 
joyful, and uncomplaining acceptance of that fate.”10 From this starting point, Bartram 
could not imagine these songs as anything other than a sincere tribute to the master.  
However, this view failed to consider the fact that on many plantations, singing 
was a requirement during work hours so that masters and overseers could locate the 
slaves and increase productivity. In such cases, the type of song was often dictated – 
happy and upbeat.11 Frances Kemble wrote in her 1838 journal, “I have heard that many 
masters and overseers on these plantations prohibit melancholy tunes or words, and 
encourage nothing but cheerful music and senseless words, deprecating the effect of 
sadder strains upon the slaves.”12 Kemble’s account was corroborated by Frederick 
Douglass (1818-1895; escaped slave and abolitionist orator) in his second biography, 
published in 1855:  
                                                
9 William Bartram, Travels through North and South Carolina, Georgia, East and West Florida, the 
Cherokee country, the extensive territories of the Muscogulges or Creek Confederacy, and the country of 
the Chactaws (Philadelphia: James and Johnson, 1791), 310. 
10 Bernard Katz, The Social Implications of Early Negro Music in the United States (New York: Arno 
Press, 1969), xii. 
11 Ibid xiii and xiv-xv; citing Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, Julien Tiersot, and others. 
12 Kemble, 129. 
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Slaves are generally expected to sing as well as to work. A silent slave is 
not liked by masters or overseers. “Make a noise,” “make a noise,” and 
“bear a hand,” are the words usually addressed to the slaves when there is 
silence amongst them… it was one means of letting the overseer know 
where they were, and that they were moving on with the work.13 
 
In this and in his first biography (published in 1845), Douglass also refuted the 
suggestion that the slaves’ singing was a sign of contentment, even when such singing 
was voluntary and not accompanied by labor: 
The remark is not infrequently made, that slaves are the most contented 
and happy laborers in the world. They dance and sing, and make all 
manner of joyful noises – so they do; but it is a great mistake to suppose 
them happy because they sing. The songs of the slave represent the 
sorrows, rather than the joys, of his heart; and he is relieved by them, only 
as an aching heart is relieved by its tears.14   
 
I have often been utterly astonished, since I came to the north, to find 
persons who could speak of the singing among slaves, as evidence of their 
contentment and happiness… [The songs] told a tale of woe… they were 
tones loud, long, and deep; they breathed the prayer and complaint of 
souls boiling over with the bitterest anguish. Every tone was a testimony 
against slavery, and a prayer to God for deliverance from chains.15    
 
Douglass’ description recalls the Hebrews in Psalm 137, who hung their harps on the 
willows rather than sing the songs of Zion when exiled as slaves in Babylon. They asked, 
“How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?” In America, that is exactly what 
these “Black and unknown bards” did.  
  
                                                
13 Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom (New York: Miller, Ortun, and Mulligan, 1855), 97. 
14 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, 99. 
15 Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Written by Himself 
(Boston: Anti-Slavery Office, no. 25 Cornhill, 1845), 14 and 15.  
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PART 3: Liberty in Life or Waiting for Death? 
 
What merely living clod, what captive thing,  
Could up toward God through all its darkness grope,  
And find within its deadened heart to sing  
These songs of sorrow, love and faith, and hope?  
How did it catch that subtle undertone,  
That note in music heard not with the ears?  
How sound the elusive reed so seldom blown,  
Which stirs the soul or melts the heart to tears?  
 
In the poem’s third stanza, Johnson marveled that “songs of sorrow, love and 
faith, and hope” could come forth from those viewed as a “merely living clod [and] 
captive thing.” The word “clod” carries a dual significance here: “a lump or mass 
especially of earth, turf, or clay” recalling man’s creation from the dust of the ground, 
and “something as unfeeling or as insensitive as a clod of earth: one that is gross and 
stupid” indicating the inferiority ascribed to African Americans.16 As Johnson’s poem 
underscores, every debate about the Spirituals was fundamentally a question about the 
slaves’ identity. For some, the Spirituals were proof that African Americans had accepted 
their God-given inferiority and were patiently awaiting freedom in Heaven. For others, 
the Spirituals were proof that the slaves believed they were God’s children, equal to all 
other human beings, and would be delivered from earthly bondage.   
For centuries, a distorted teaching of Christian ideas had been propagated on most 
slave plantations, emphasizing carefully tailored portions of scripture, which were 
interpreted to reinforce the belief that African Americans were created as inferior beings 
suitable only for slavery.17 One favorite was Noah’s curse upon Canaan (one of the sons 
                                                
16 Merriam-Webster Unabridged Online, s.v. “clod,” http://unabridged.merriam-
webster.com/unabridged/clod (accessed July 3, 2013). 
17 Eileen Southern, The Music of Black Americans: A History (New York: W.W. Norton, 1971), 158. 
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of Ham): “Cursed be Canaan; a servant of servants shall he be unto his brethren.”18 By 
applying the curse to Ham rather than Canaan then citing dark skin as a sign of this curse 
(because many of Ham’s descendants peopled Africa, though Canaan is not among 
them), pro-slavery preachers sought to provide a biblical basis for the institution. Another 
favorite was Paul’s oft-misused epistles: “Servants, be obedient to them that are your 
masters according to the flesh, with fear and trembling, in singleness of your heart, as 
unto Christ” and “Exhort servants to be obedient unto their own masters, and to please 
them well in all things.”19 Verses that admonished masters to “do the same things unto 
them, forbearing threatening: knowing that your Master also is in heaven; neither is there 
respect of persons with him” were omitted.20 Likewise, the grave condemnations of 
“menstealers” were neglected in pro-slavery teaching: “he that stealeth a man, and selleth 
him, or if he be found in his hand, he shall surely be put to death.”21  
No wonder Johnson highlighted the miraculous nature of the Christian faith, hope, 
and love with which the slaves and their songs were infused. Despite efforts to keep the 
slaves in “darkness,” with “deadened heart[s]” ignorant of the Bible’s true teachings, 
these men and women “[caught] that subtle undertone, / That note in music heard not 
with the ears.” Despite the lies being told, many slaves heard the truth that they were 
God’s children and gave it voice, translating it into a music “Which stirs the soul and 
melts the heart to tears.”  
                                                
18 Genesis 9:25. 
19 Ephesians 6:5 and Titus 2:9. See also Colossians 3:22.  
20 Ephesians 6:9. See also Colossians 4:1.  
21 First Timothy 1:10 and Exodus 21:16.  
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Several decades earlier, Frederick Douglass described the impact of the Spirituals 
in similar terms: “I have sometimes thought, that the mere hearing of these songs would 
do more to impress truly spiritual-minded men and women with the soul-crushing and 
death-dealing character of slavery, than the reading of whole volumes of its mere 
physical cruelties.”22 In 1861, his prediction came to pass. With the onset of the Civil 
War, northerners came face to face with slaves in the throes of bondage for the first time. 
As the Union Army gained control of southern lands, missionaries were sent to teach the 
“contrabands” who had been freed by fleeing or being brought to Union-controlled 
territories. In this close proximity, the missionaries were introduced to African-American 
songs and heard, in the Spirituals, a Christian belief that freedom would come in the here 
and now, not just in the sweet hereafter.  
Within a matter of months, articles appeared in northern periodicals containing 
specific information about the Spirituals being sung in the South. An early report from 
the New York Commercial Advertiser and reprinted in Dwight’s Journal of Music on 
September 7, 1861 described “Contraband Singing” in Fortress Monroe: 
The hymn was long and plaintive, as usual, and the air was one of the 
sweetest minors I ever listened to… One verse ran thus: 
“Shout along, children! Shout along, children! 
Hear the dying Lamb. 
Oh! take your nets and follow me  
For I died for you upon the tree! 
Shout along, children! Shout along, children!  
Hear the dying Lamb!”23  
 
                                                
22 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, 98. See also Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, 13-
14. 
23 Dena Epstein, Sinful Tunes and Spirituals: Black Folk Music to the Civil War (Chicago: University of 
Illinois Press, 2003), 244. 
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On October 12th of the same year, The National Anti-Slavery Standard published a brief 
article titled “Mission to the Contrabands,” which introduced the American Missionary 
Association’s work at that same fortress in Virginia: 
The Rev. Mr. Lockwood, missionary, writes, under date Sept. 4:   
“…in a long building, just outside the entrance of the Fortress, I 
found a number of colored people assembled for a prayer meeting. The 
brother who led in the concluding prayer… prayed that He who brought 
Israel out of Egypt, Jonah out of the mouth of the whale, and Daniel out of 
the den of lions, might bring them out into full deliverance, spiritually and 
temporally… they have a prime deliverance melody, that runs in this style:  
‘Go down to Egypt – Tell Pharaoh 
Thus saith my servant, Moses, – Let my people go.’” 
 
Under date of Sept. 10 Mr. Lockwood says: 
“Carey, one of the leaders, informs me that there has been a 
general growing expectation among the slaves that God would soon 
undertake for them…”24 
 
Two months later, twenty stanzas of “Let My People Go” were printed in the New York 
Tribune under the caption “The Contrabands’ Freedom Hymn.” The article, which was 
later printed in The National Anti-Slavery Standard as well, began as follows: 
The following curious hymn comes to us from the Secretary of the 
Young Men’s Christian Association, who received it from the Missionary 
among the contrabands at Fortress Monroe. It will be seen that there is 
evidence in this hymn that the slaves in a considerable part of Virginia, at 
least, have had a superstitious faith in being freed some time in the future. 
The air to which the hymn is sung is in the minor key, and very plaintive: 
 
To the Editor of the N. Y. Tribune: 
… Mr. Lockwood publicly referred to this song during his late visit 
to this city, and upon his return to the Fortress took it down verbatim from 
the dictation of Carl Halloway, and other contrabands. 
It is said to have been sung for at least fifteen or twenty years in 
Virginia and Maryland, and perhaps in all the slave states, though 
stealthily, for fear of the lash… 
                                                
24 National Anti-Slavery Standard, October 12, 1861. The initial letter was written the day after Rev. 
Lockwood’s arrival. See also Epstein, 243-244. 
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The verses surely were not born from a love of bondage, and show 
that in a portion, if not all of the South, the slaves are familiar with the 
history of the past, and are looking hopefully toward the future.25 
 
“Let My People Go” was later arranged by Thomas Baker and published in the American 
Missionary and The National Anti-Slavery Standard.26  
As more northerners came to the freedmen settlements to serve as missionaries 
and teachers, lyrics and notated versions of Spirituals were published along with reports 
describing their meaning and performance. At abolitionist meetings, Spirituals were 
quoted and described to rally support for the cause by demonstrating that Christianity 
among slaves had inspired a desire for earthly freedom, not a complacent hope for a 





                                                
25 New York Tribune, December 13, 1861. 
26 American Missionary 6, January 1862 and National Anti-Slavery Standard, January 11, 1862. 
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CHAPTER II: THE ERA OF RECONSTRUCTION 
 
PART 1: American Composers or Imitators? 
 
Not that great German master in his dream  
Of harmonies that thundered amongst the stars  
At the creation, ever heard a theme  
Nobler than “Go down, Moses.” Mark its bars  
How like a mighty trumpet-call they stir  
The blood. Such are the notes that men have sung  
Going to valorous deeds; such tones there were  
That helped make history when Time was young.  
 
In the fourth stanza of his poem, James Weldon Johnson presented a comparison 
that few would dare to make, placing Spirituals alongside the “An die Freude” finale of 
Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, a work deemed by many to be the crowning achievement 
of Western concert music. Prior to the publication of “Let My People Go” (discussed 
above in Chapter One), descriptions and debates regarding African-American slave songs 
had been fairly general. Little effort was made to distinguish among the various types of 
songs composed and sung for work, rowing, lullabies, shouts (a form of religious dance, 
not a vocalization), dancing, games, and the songs of European origin (ballads, fiddle 
tunes, hymns, etc.) learned by slaves to perform for the master’s family and guests. Most 
written references to slave songs had been limited to incidental observations in works 
intended for some other purpose, such as travel logs.27 A byproduct of the abolitionists’ 
publication efforts was that individual slave songs were written down and could now be 
                                                
27 A rare exception is “Dreizehn Lieder und ein Bild zur Characteristic der Neger Americas,” Chapter 
Seven in Moritz Busch, Wanderungen zwischen Hudson und Mississippi, 1851 und 1852 (Stuttgart: J. G. 
Cotta, 1854), 250-280. This travel log included the lyrics of several songs, although most were minstrel 
songs rather than folk songs. 
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analyzed specifically as music and text. The Spirituals were also raised to a level of 
prominence among the slave songs.28  
As a growing number of Europeans and European Americans began to 
acknowledge the value of the Spirituals and, by extension, other African-American folk 
music, a new question emerged: Did African Americans really compose the songs? If 
Beethoven, “that great German master in his dream / Of harmonies that thundered 
amongst the stars / At the creation, [never] heard a theme / Nobler than ‘Go down, 
Moses,’” could this noble theme really be the fruit of African-American slaves rather 
than Europeans or European Americans? While some affirmed that Spirituals were the 
original compositions of African-American slaves, others claimed that they were merely 
imitations or corruptions of European music.  
William Francis Allen alluded to this debate in his preface to Slave Songs of the 
United States, the first anthology of its kind, compiled and published in 1867 by Allen 
along with Lucy McKim Garrison and Charles Pickard Ware (all, northern abolitionists): 
The chief part of the negro music is civilized in its character – partly 
composed under the influence of association with the whites, partly 
actually imitated from their music. In the main it appears to be original in 
the best sense of the word, and the more we examine the subject, the more 
genuine it appears to us to be…  
 
The greater number of the songs which have come into our possession 
seem to be the natural and original production of a race of remarkable 
musical capacity and very teachable, which has been long enough 
associated with the more cultivated race to have become imbued with the 
ode and spirit of European music – often, nevertheless, retaining a distinct 
tinge of their native Africa.29 
                                                
28 Epstein, 245. 
29 William Francis Allen, Lucy McKim Garrison, and Charles Pickard Ware, ed., Slave Songs of the United 
States (New York: A Simpson, 1867), vi and viii. 
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Allen also made a distinction between the originality of text and tune, and in doing so, he 
introduced an alternative explanation for the similarities that exist between Spirituals and 
European-American hymns. Paraphrasing from a hymnal editor and an army lieutenant, 
Allen highlighted the fact that, in both the South and the North, European Americans 
heard and were influenced by the music of African-American slaves and freedmen. 
The words are, of course, in a large measure taken from Scripture, and 
from the hymns heard at church… but with much searching I have been 
able to find hardly a trace of the tunes. The words of the fine hymn, 
“Praise, member” (No. 5), are found, with very little variation, in “Choral 
Hymns” (No. 138). The editor of this collection informs us, however, that 
many of his songs were learned from negroes in Philadelphia, and Lt. Col. 
Trowbridge tells us that he heard this hymn, before the war, among the 
colored people of Brooklyn.30 
 
African Americans were not empty slates merely absorbing from the Whites among 
whom they lived and worked but were active agents, impacting the community around 
them with their own musical inventions.  
Allen’s observation also introduced a point articulated by James Weldon Johnson 
many years later. Although the Spirituals’ lyrics were clearly similar to those of camp 
meeting songs and hymns of British and European-American origin, little effort was 
made to discredit African Americans as the authors of the words, only as the composers 
of the melodies. “Nobody thought of questioning the Negro’s title as creator of this music 
until its beauty and value were demonstrated… No one even expressed a doubt that the 
poetry of the titles and text of the Spirituals is Negro in character and origin… Why then 
                                                
30 Allen, ix. 
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doubt the music?”31 The reason for this selectivity is simple: The songs were now being 
appreciated by European and European-American audiences.  
With the end of slavery, interest in African-American slave songs increased 
exponentially, especially after the Jubilee Singers of Fisk University earned national and 
international acclaim for their concert performances of arranged Spirituals across the 
northern United States and throughout Europe beginning in 1871. For the first time, 
African-American music was being included within the discourse of Western concert 
music, far removed from the images of minstrel shows and uncivilized savages. This 
environment paved the way for James Monroe Trotter (1842-1892; African-American 
music historian from Mississippi) to publish Music and Some Highly Musical People: 
containing… sketches of the lives of remarkable musicians of the colored race. With 
portraits, and an appendix containing copies of music composed by colored men in 
1878.32 Trotter’s book was the first American publication to treat any United States music 
so comprehensively, and it was also the earliest publication to explore the array of 
African-American musical activity that spanned both folk and concert music in rural and 
urban communities.33  
From the preface, it is clear that Trotter was motivated by the debates regarding 
African-American music and was seeking to provide evidence of African Americans’ 
capacity and originality as musicians: 
                                                
31 Johnson, 16. 
32 Trotter’s book was published in Boston by Lee and Shepard, the same firm that published The Jubilee 
Singers, and their campaign for twenty thousand dollars in 1873. 
33 Eileen Southern, The Music of Black Americans: A History, 2nd ed. (New York: W.W. Norton, 1983), 
259. Samuel Floyd and Marsha Reisser, Black music in the United States: Annotated bibliography of 
selected reference and research materials (New York: Kraus International, 1983), 82.  
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The haze of complexional prejudice has so much obscured the vision of 
many persons, that they cannot see (at least, there are many who affect not 
to see) that musical faculties, and power for their artistic development, are 
not in the exclusive possession of the fairer-skinned race, but are alike the 
beneficent gifts of the Creator to all his children. Besides, there are some 
well-meaning persons who have formed, for lack of the information which 
is here afforded, erroneous and unfavorable estimates of the art-
capabilities of the colored race. In the hope, then, of contributing to the 
formation of a more just opinion, of inducing a cheerful admission of its 
existence, and of aiding to establish between both races relations of mutual 
respect and good feeling;… and, finally, as a sincere tribute to the winning 
power, the noble beauty, of music, a contemplation of whose own divine 
harmony should ever serve to promote harmony between man and man, – 
with these purposes in view, this humble volume is hopefully issued.34 
 
Trotter’s book covered musicians from a wide range of genres and regions, including the 
Jubilee Singers of Fisk University. His chapters on “Some Musical People of the South” 
reveal the view held by some regarding the Spirituals’ musical and national significance: 
It is now seen, and generally acknowledged, that in certain of their forms 
of melodic expression is to be found our only distinctively American 
music; all other kinds in use being merely the echo, more or less perfect, 
of music that originated in the Old World. All who have listened to the 
beautiful melody and harmony of the songs sung by those wonderful 
minstrels, the “Jubilee Singers,” will readily admit that scarcely ever 
before the coming of the latter had they been so melted, so swayed, so 
entirely held captive by a rendering of music; nor will they fail to admit 
that in these “slave-songs” of the South was to be found a new musical 
idea, forming, as some are wont to term it, a “revelation.”35 
 
Trotter’s description anticipated the firestorm that would erupt just over a decade later, 
when these same views were espoused and widely disseminated by one who could be less 
easily dismissed by musicians and historians of European descent. 
In 1892, Antonin Dvořák’s arrival at the National Conservatory in New York 
brought a second wave of international attention to the Spirituals. Charged with the task 
                                                
34 Trotter, 4. 
35 Ibid 324. 
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of teaching American musicians to compose in a national style, Dvořák sparked 
controversy when portions of an interview were published in the New York Herald on 
May 21, 1893, appearing the next morning in the Paris Herald:  
In the negro melodies of America I discover all that is needed for a great 
and noble school of music. They are pathetic, tender, passionate, 
melancholy, solemn, religious, bold, merry, gay... music that suits itself to 
any mood or purpose. There is nothing in the whole range of composition 
that cannot be supplied with themes from this source. The American 
musician understands these tunes and they move sentiment in him.36   
 
Debates ensued on both sides of the Atlantic, with prominent European and American 
composers being interviewed and publishing their own views for or against Dvořák’s 
conclusion. Dvořák reiterated these views in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine some 
years later: “the so-called plantation songs are indeed the most striking and appealing 
melodies that have yet been found on this side of the water… The most potent as well as 
the most beautiful among them, according to my estimation, are certain of the so-called 
plantation melodies and slave songs, all of which are distinguished by unusual and subtle 
harmonies...”37 African-American periodicals cited Dvořák’s statements as “a triumph for 
the sons and daughters of slavery and a victory for Negro race achievements.”38 While 
Spirituals met with increasing accolades and were portrayed as the most significant 
musical accomplishment of the United States, the debate over their authorship continued 
and intensified, underscoring the persistence of racial prejudices. 
 In 1893, Richard Wallaschek (1860-1917; Austrian aesthetician and comparative 
musicologist) published Primitive music: an inquiry into the origin and development of 
                                                
36 “On the Real Value of Negro Music,” New York Herald, May 21, 1893. 
37 “Music in America,” Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, February 1895, 432. 
38 Indianapolis Freeman, 4 June 1904. 
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music, songs, instruments, dances, and pantomimes of savage races, with musical 
examples. This compilation and expansion of his earlier essays included the following 
statement about African-American music:  
I think I may say that, speaking generally, these negro-songs are very 
much overrated, and that as a rule they are mere imitations of European 
compositions which the negroes have picked up and served up again with 
slight variations… they were not musical songs at all, but merely simple 
poems… they are unmistakably “arranged” – not to say ignorantly 
borrowed – from the national songs of all nations, from military signals, 
well-known marches, German student-songs, etc.; unless it is pure 
accident which has caused me to light upon traces of so many of them… 
After this we may forego the necessity for a thorough examination.39   
 
Unfortunately, having foregone “a thorough examination,” Wallaschek provided neither 
titles nor examples of these “national songs of all nations” for comparison. Also, in this 
section on the primitive music of “Negroes” in America, he lumped together religious 
and secular songs of all the Americas, referencing slave songs from South Carolina 
alongside the music of Black peoples in Rio de Janeiro and the Bahamas despite 
significant differences in their musical traditions.40 In the United States, enslaved 
Africans were separated by tribe and language and were actively discouraged from 
practicing their African religious rituals. The slave trade from Africa was also abolished 
fairly early in the United States’ history, leaving a Black population that was entirely 
American-born after a relatively short period of time. By contrast, slave traders and 
masters in Latin America and the Caribbean Islands intentionally grouped Africans 
together by language and tribe to increase productivity, and the slave trade from Africa 
                                                
39 Richard Wallaschek, Primitive Music: an inquiry into the origin and development of music, songs, 
instruments, dances, and pantomimes of savage races, with musical examples (London: Longmans, Green, 
1893), 60 and 61. 
40 Ibid 61 and 62. 
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continued for a long time, making it easier for the slaves to retain their linguistic and 
cultural traditions. The Roman Catholic practice of praying to patron saints was also 
more compatible with polytheistic African religions than was the Protestantism of 
colonial America.41 As a result, the slaves’ music in Latin America and the Caribbean 
retained more similarities to native African traditions than was the case for African 
Americans. Wallaschek also counted United States minstrel songs among this group, 
although such songs were not the “primitive music” of African Americans at all but 
instead were compositions by White Americans meant for stage performance and written 
as caricatured imitations of African-American slave songs. Wallaschek’s broad 
generalizations and failure to recognize these distinctions make it difficult to take his 
conclusions seriously from an academic standpoint. 
 It was largely in response to this and other such statements that Henry Edward 
Krehbiel (1854-1923; German-American music critic) published Afro-American 
Folksongs: A Study in Racial and National Music in 1914, expanding upon the articles, 
“Slave Songs in America,” which he had published in the New York Tribune on April 24, 
September 10, and September 17, 1899 as part of a series on folk music.42 In this book, 
Krehbiel’s sought to “[bring] a species of folksong into the field of scientific observation 
and [present] it as fit material for artistic treatment.”43 By doing so, he hoped to address 
the questions which had circulated since Dvořák’s suggestion that the folk songs of 
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African Americans should be used as source material and inspiration for a national school 
of American composition. These questions centered around the songs’ origin, 
Americanness, and “whether or not they were worthy of consideration as foundation 
elements for a school of American composition.”44 Krehbiel’s methodology is 
summarized in excerpted form below:45 
1. “What are folksongs, and whether or not the songs in question conform to a 
scientific definition in respect of their origin, their melodic and rhythmical 
characteristics and their psychology” 
2. “Are they American?” 
3. Musical analysis of intervallic, rhythmical, and structural elements “to show that, 
while their combination into songs took place in this country, the essential 
elements came from Africa; in other words, while some of the material is foreign, 
the product is native; and, if native, then American.” 
4. Peculiarities of scale and structure that “disprove the theory which has been 
frequently advanced that the songs are not original creations of the slaves, but 
only the fruit of the negro’s innate faculty for imitation. Correspondence will be 
disclosed, however, between these peculiarities and elements observed by 
travellers in African countries.”  
5. “An excursion into the field of primitive African music and also into the 
philosophy underlying the conservation of savage music. May relics of that music 
not remain in a subconscious memory?” 
6. “The influences of the music of the dominant people with whom the slaves were 
brought into contact and also the reciprocal effect upon each other” 
 
In the second chapter, Krehbiel made it clear that he was responding to 
Wallaschek’s publication, stating, “It would never have occurred to me to undertake to 
prove the existence of genuine folksongs in America, and those the songs which were 
created by the black slaves of the Southern States, if the fact of such existence had not 
been denied by at least one writer who has affected the scientific manner.”46 Krehbiel 
then quoted Wallaschek’s assertion that the songs are mere imitations of European music 
                                                
44 Krehbiel, vi. 
45 Ibid ix. 
46 Ibid 11. 
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and proceeded to outline the questionable aspects of Wallaschek’s methodology. Among 
these, Krehbiel cited Wallaschek’s lack of familiarity with the cultural experiences of 
African Americans and his reliance upon (and misreading of) sources prepared by non-
musicians, such as travel logs and the 1867 Slave Songs of the United States collection. In 
addition, Krehbiel wrote that “similarities exist between the folksongs of all peoples” as 
is also the case among languages, and he underscored the illogical nature of Wallaschek’s 
claims, asking “why [in the case of minstrel songs] did white men blacken their faces and 
imitate these imitations,” if the slave songs were not original to African Americans? 
“These things may not influence Dr. Wallaschek’s deductions, but they betoken a 
carelessness of mind which should not exist in a scientific investigator, and justify a 
challenge of his statement that the songs of the American negroes are predominantly 
borrowings from European music.”47 In an effort to explain why Wallaschek would “not 
think it necessary to make a thorough examination of even the one genuine collection 
which came under his notice… [and] look analytically at the songs as a professedly 
scientific man should have done before publishing his wholesale characterization and 
condemnation,” Krehbiel wrote, “The truth is that, like many another complacent German 
savant, Dr. Wallaschek thinks Americans are barbarians.”48 
Krehbiel demonstrated that a similar irrationality was at the heart of “a certain 
class of writers in this country [who], while conceding the interesting character of the 
songs,… refuse them the right to be called American.”49 Some of these American critics 
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and musicians claimed that “there is no American music and can be none: Every element 
of our population must have its own characteristic musical expression, and no one 
element can set up to be more American than another.”50 In response, Krehbiel hearkened 
back to Dvořák’s reasoning, writing that “the songs which I have attempted to study are 
not only American because they are products of a people who have long been an integral 
part of the population of America, but also because they speak an idiom which, no matter 
what its origin, Americans have instinctively liked.”51 To refute these writers on more 
academic grounds, Krehbiel first presented a “scientific definition of folksongs:”  
They must be “born, not made;” they must be spontaneous utterances of 
the people who originally sang them; they must also be the fruit of the 
creative capacity of a whole and ingenuous people, not of individual 
artists, and give voice to the joys, sorrows and aspirations of that people. 
They must betray the influences of the environment in which they sprang 
up, and may preserve relics of the likes and aptitudes of their creators 
when in the earlier environment from which they emerged. The best of 
them must be felt by the singers themselves to be emotional utterances.52 
 
After establishing that African-American slave songs conformed to this definition, he 
went a step further to illustrate the absurdity of rejecting these songs as American music: 
Is it not the merest quibble to say that these songs are not American? They 
were created in America under American influences and by people who 
are Americans in the same sense that any other element of our population 
is American…. The red men… may have come from Asia. The majority of 
other Americans came from Europe. Is it only an African who can sojourn 
here without becoming an American and producing American things? Is it 
a matter of length of stay in the country? Scarcely that; or some negroes 
would have at least as good a claim on the title as the descendants of the 
Puritans and Pilgrims.53   
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According to Krehbiel, attempts to exclude the African-American slave songs from the 
body of original American music were irrational and unscientific, rooted in ideological 
opinions about White superiority. A decade later, James Weldon Johnson expressed a 
similar view:  
Although the Spirituals have been overwhelmingly accredited to the 
Negro as his own, original creation, nevertheless, there have been one or 
two critics who have denied that they were original either with the Negro 
or in themselves, and a considerable number of people have eagerly 
accepted this view. The opinion of these critics is not sound. It is not based 
upon scientific or historical inquiry. Indeed, it can be traced ultimately to a 
prejudiced attitude of mind, to an unwillingness to concede the creation of 
so much pure beauty to a people they wish to feel is absolutely inferior.54   
 
In his poem, Johnson was bold to assert that the slaves’ “Go down, Moses” stood 
on equal footing with Beethoven’s “An die Freude,” yet this view was shared by at least 
one acknowledged master of Western concert music. Upon hearing Harry Thacker 
Burleigh (then a student at the National Conservatory in New York) sing “Go Down, 
Moses,” Dvořák responded, “Burleigh, that is as great as a Beethoven theme.”55 For 
many Europeans and European Americans, it was inconceivable that the music of African 
Americans could be on par with that of Western composers or be accepted as a valid 
representation of the United States’ heritage, even as evidence mounted and international 
attitudes began to change. In the years immediately following the Civil War, this question 
was also in the minds of the recently emancipated African Americans who sought to 
navigate their new position in society.  
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PART 2: A Heritage of Honor or a History of Shame? 
 
There is a wide, wide wonder in it all,  
That from degraded rest and servile toil  
The fiery spirit of the seer should call  
These simple children of the sun and soil.  
O black slave singers, gone, forgot, unfamed,  
You – you alone, of all the long, long line  
Of those who’ve sung untaught, unknown, unnamed,  
Have stretched out upward, seeking the divine. 
 
 “Degraded rest… servile toil… simple… untaught…” Such words express the 
view of many African Americans during the Reconstruction era with regard to the 
previous state of the formerly enslaved.56 While European Americans and Europeans 
explored the musical value, compositional originality, and national significance of the 
Spirituals, the African-American population engaged with these questions more 
personally: Are Spirituals a source of dignity or a source of shame? A heritage to be 
honored or a past to be forgotten?  
 From the earliest accounts, African Americans exercised a level of selectivity 
about what songs would be made available for public (ie. White) consumption. Even 
during slavery, “the whites heard only the songs the black man wanted him to hear.”57 
With the end of slavery, this took on a deeper significance for the freedmen. 
Naturally enough, when the Negro found himself free, he literally put his 
past behind him. It was his determination that as far as within him lay, not 
one single reminder of that black past should mar his future. So away went 
all these reminders into the “abyss of oblivion.” His music was one of 
these reminders and as sweet as it was to him, as much as it had helped 
him, it, too, must go, for it was a reminder of the awful night of bondage.58 
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57 Katz, xi. 
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This was especially true at the colleges that had been established to provide education 
and social uplift. Early in Fisk University’s history, students refused to sing Spirituals 
even in chapel services. “They knew enough to comprehend slavery dialect and bad 
grammar, and they would have none of either. Elijah, Messiah, and Creation were 
different and meant better things than the times and conditions represented by these 
songs.”59 Nothing short of a miracle transformed these schools into vessels of musical 
preservation. “When the Original Fisk Singers started out to earn money for their 
struggling school, they did not sing their own, but the current music of the day.”60 These 
student-singers had taken great pains to distinguish themselves from the savage 
stereotypes of slavery and the minstrel shows, which had been and remained the nation’s 
most popular form of entertainment. They dressed, spoke, behaved, and sang in ways that 
reflected the ideals of Victorian society. “It was not until they saw that they were doomed 
to failure that they began to use the plantation melodies, the effectiveness of which was 
discovered by what was apparently a mere chance.”61  
Even after the Jubilee Singers’ success was replicated by other university groups, 
views on the singing of Spirituals remained divided across the African-American 
population. John Wesley Work, Jr. (1873-1925; African-American professor of Latin and 
History from Tennessee), in his 1915 Folk Song of the American Negro, wrote that “when 
we begin to describe the attitude of the Negro toward his own folk song, accuracy 
                                                
59 Work, 114. 
60 Ibid 111. 
61 Ibid 111. 
 30 
demands that we take into consideration time, place, and condition.” 62 A summary of his 
analysis is excerpted below:63 
(1) “To our fathers who came out of bondage, these songs are prayers, praises, and 
sermons. The offspring of their souls still love them as their comforters.” 
 
(2a) “To those of the first generation of freedom, who grew up in illiberal and intolerant 
localities, these songs are generally objects of indifference or aversion. They neither take 
time nor pains to understand.” 
 
(2b) “To those of the first generation of freedom who grew up in localities where the 
relations between the races were more amicable, this folk music, though we could not 
forget that it was born in slavery, is beautiful. These songs are a storehouse of comfort.”  
 
(3a) “The teachers regard this music as a desirable possession, which is worth study and 
understanding.”  
 
(3b) “The clergymen’s regard is determined almost wholly by the religious power of this 
music.”  
 
(3c) “To the musician, these songs furnish both a keen intellectual and a deep emotional 
enjoyment.”  
 
(3d) “The author generally regards this music from an historical and psychological 
viewpoint. To him it is a reliable account of our people’s past. It tells the stuff of which 
the Negro is made.” 
 
(4a) “The second generation of freedom who have lived in the North, have had their 
racial bonds greatly weakened. They simply hate the thought of slavery, despise any 
reference to it, and turn away from anything that reminds them of it. In their desperate 
effort to prove they are something, they fatuously struggle to abandon that self which the 
world deems inferior.”  
 
(4b) “To those of the second generation of freedom who have lived in the South, these 
songs are a source of encouragement.” 
 
Although Work’s analysis considered only those African Americans who had 
experienced slavery and their direct descendants, a similar analysis could be made of 
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those who were born free or had escaped from slavery to the North, adding to the 
complex factors that influenced how the Spirituals were perceived by African Americans. 
Perhaps it was for this reason that Trotter, in 1878, wrote his book on Music and Some 
Highly Musical People in the hope of “inspiring the people most concerned (if that be 
necessary) with a greater pride in their own achievements, and confidence in their own 
resources, as a basis for other and even greater acquirements, as a landmark, a partial 
guide, for a future and better chronicler.”64  
These future and better chroniclers came as African Americans grew increasingly 
active in musical performance, composition, scholarship, and the fields of history, 
anthropology, sociology, and theology. The same schools that initially shunned the 
Spirituals, once brought to a place of humble necessity, were transformed into 
instruments by which the Spirituals were popularized and preserved through performance 
and through publication. The graduates of these universities went on to become the 
scholars, writers, and leaders who would return to this question of the Spirituals’ 
significance, answering the question “shame or dignity?” with a resounding affirmation 
that God had called “These simple children of the sun and soil… from degraded rest and 
servile toil” to bring a valuable message to the world through their songs.    
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CHAPTER III: THE TWENTIETH CENTURY 
 
PART 1: God’s Message to Man 
 
You sang not deeds of heroes or of kings; 
No chant of bloody war, no exulting pean 
Of arms-won triumphs; but your humble strings 
You touched in chord with music empyrean. 
You sang far better than you knew; the songs 
That for your listeners’ hungry hearts sufficed 
Still live, – but more than this to you belongs: 
You sang a race from wood and stone to Christ. 
 In this final stanza, James Weldon Johnson begins with a statement of what the 
Spirituals were not: “No chant of bloody war, no exulting pean [sic] / Of arms-won 
triumphs.” These were not songs of human victory, praising the triumphant “deeds of 
heroes or of kings” as in the civilizations of Africa and Europe. From the soil of slavery 
sprang forth songs of daily reliance upon Christ, and in that humility, they “touched in 
chord with” the music of Heaven, producing an impact far greater than any music that 
seeks to glorify man. The songs of slaves – never meant for anyone but God and 
themselves – became spiritual food for the “hungry hearts” of listeners throughout the 
world and impressed upon the minds of doubting discriminators the human character and 
cultural potential of a despised race.65 Yet before these outward manifestations, the 
Spirituals had a more lasting and internal effect. They encapsulated and passed on the 
Christian faith by which millions of African Americans not only survived, bodily, but 
thrived, spiritually and soulfully, against two and a half centuries of attempted 
dehumanization. As musical debates about the Spirituals raged on into the Twentieth 
Century, those African-American scholars who had chosen to embrace rather than reject 
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the Spirituals as part of their cultural heritage looked back to the lyrics of these songs as a 
rich spiritual inheritance from which to draw wisdom and strength for present struggles.  
 In 1903, William Edward Burghardt Du Bois (1868-1963; African-American 
sociologist from Massachusetts) published The Souls of Black Folk; essays and sketches, 
in which he sought to “show the strange meaning of being black here at the dawning of 
the Twentieth Century.”66 Du Bois prefaced each chapter with an epigraph and “a bar of 
the Sorrow Songs,” notated without words so that only the melody was given.67 The 
significance of these melodic introductions culminates in the final chapter, “Of the 
Sorrow Songs,” in which Du Bois began: “They that walked in darkness sang songs in 
the olden days – Sorrow Songs – for they were weary at heart. And so before each 
thought that I have written in this book I have set a phrase, a haunting echo of these weird 
old songs in which the soul of the black slave spoke to men.”68 Here was a return to the 
abolitionist idea that the thoughts, feelings, and desires of slaves were expressed in their 
songs, but Du Bois was not looking through a merely abolitionist lens. Instead, he 
approached the songs as a window into the souls of Black slaves, seeking to record 
whatever they might say.   
As a result, Du Bois’ interpretations were sociological, exploring the inner lives 
of the slaves as expressed in their songs. He concluded that “They are the music of an 
unhappy people, of the children of disappointment; they tell us of death and suffering and 
unvoiced longing toward a truer world, of misty wanderings and hidden ways.”69 This 
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was the basis for his calling the songs by a new name, “Sorrow Songs,” rather than using 
the common names of the time: Jubilee Songs, Spirituals, or plantation melodies. Du Bois 
cited the songs’ use of nature as a parable for theological ideas: “Life was a ‘rough and 
rolling sea’… the ‘Wilderness’ was the home of God, and the ‘lonesome valley’ led to 
the way of life.”70 He also considered what the songs did not say: “Mother and child are 
sung, but seldom father; fugitive and weary wanderer call for pity and affection, but there 
is little of wooing and wedding; the rocks and the mountains are well known, but home is 
unknown... Love-songs are scarce.” 71 Du Bois attributed these omissions to the ever-
present uncertainty and fear that hovered like a shadow over the slaves’ personal 
relationships due to the common practice of separating families by selling children and 
parents to far-away plantations.  
Du Bois went on to write that “through all the sorrow of the Sorrow Songs there 
breathes a hope – a faith in the ultimate justice of things… that sometime, somewhere, 
men will judge men by their souls and not by their skins.”72 To prove that this hope was 
justified, Du Bois enumerated the gifts, which Africans and their descendants gave to the 
United States even before its founding as a nation: “a gift of story and song – soft, stirring 
melody in an ill-harmonized and unmelodious land; the gift of sweat and brawn to beat 
back the wilderness, conquer the soil, and lay the foundations of this vast economic 
empire…; [and] a gift of the Spirit.”73 This gift of the Spirit led generation after 
generation to plead “with a headstrong, careless people to despise not Justice, Mercy, and 
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Truth, lest the nation be smitten with a curse” for rejecting their blood-brothers.74 Du 
Bois believed that this warning would ultimately be heeded, and for this reason, he 
concluded that the hope expressed in the Sorrow Songs was justified. He described these 
songs as “the singular spiritual heritage of the nation and the greatest gift of the Negro 
people,” for they sang of hope not only for the slave but for an entire nation that had been 
called out of darkness to walk in the light.75  
 Before Du Bois, many writers had noted the Christian faith expressed in the 
Spirituals. During the Civil War, northerners emphasized it as support for the abolitionist 
cause. During and after the Civil War, song collectors included it primarily as context for 
the songs’ performance. At Black universities – many of which were founded by 
Christian organizations – the songs were sung in chapel worship, and concert tours were 
seen primarily as a missionary work by which prejudiced hearts could be converted to 
receive the truth of God’s love. Publications by these institutions often stressed this 
evangelistic aspect of the songs’ significance. Du Bois’ chapter, “Of the Sorrow Songs,” 
went a step further by examining the songs sociologically and concluding with the 
declaration that these songs are “the greatest gift” of African Americans not because of 
their musical quality but for their Christian message of hope and justice.  
In 1915, John W. Work, Jr. made this the focal point of his book, Folk Song of the 
American Negro.76 At once historical, musicological, and sociological in its discussion 
and analysis of the Spirituals, Work’s publication constitutes a book-length expansion of 
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Du Bois’ chapter, and the religious significance of the Spirituals as introduced by Du 
Bois is woven throughout Work’s entire exposition.77  
 The opening chapter, “African Song,” presents the music of Africans as evidence 
of their God-given and God-gifted humanity, even in the midst of heathen religion.78 The 
second chapter, “Transmigration and Transition of Song,” traces this music’s significance 
as “twenty human beings” were brought to Jamestown, Virginia, the start of God’s 
moving “in a mysterious way / His wonders to perform.”79 
To us, the sons of these pitiable heathen, who have seen greater miracles 
than the parting of the Red Sea, the falling manna, the feeding of the five 
thousand, and the raising of the dead; to us who have seen the wrath of 
men praise Him, it is all plain. [Our African ancestors] wept and sowed in 
the darkness; we rejoice and reap in the light. Many of [God’s] ways are 
past finding out, but with the question, “Shall not the Judge of all the earth 
do right?” we leave it all with Him, for – 
“Deep in unfathomable mines, 
Of never-failing skill, 
He treasures up his bright designs, 
And works his sovereign will.”80 
 
Work attributed to God’s miraculous grace the otherwise inexplicable fact that men and 
women who had a justifiable reason to rebel against their captors and the physical 
strength to prevail, having grown strong from daily labor, chose to sing rather than seek 
widespread revenge. According to Work, this was part of the divine purpose, which God 
had ordained. “When the Africans were snatched away to the new world… they left their 
all save their song. This they brought, because the All-wise knew the New World had 
                                                
77 Even in format, Work’s book is an expansion of Du Bois’ model. Work introduced each chapter with an 
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78 Work, 7 and 15. 
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great need of it.”81 Like Du Bois before him, Work presented the Spirituals as a gift from 
African Americans to their White brothers and sisters, a message by which all could be 
turned to God and transformed to follow Him aright. The Africans exchanged their pagan 
religions for a Christianity that was half-taught and even less fully lived by their 
enslavers, then received from the All-wise a truer Christianity by which they were 
enabled to believe and choose faith, hope, and even love in the midst of conditions that 
would otherwise have produced hate-filled violence. “Doubtless he was chosen by God to 
enounce this sentiment. Such a development of race character shows plainly divine 
intervention. The world needs to know that love is stronger than hatred.”82  
 In subsequent chapters, Work went on to describe the “American Folk Song,” its 
“Characters and Peculiarities,” “Number and Classification” (including lyrics grouped in 
the following categories: “Joy Songs,” “Sorrow Songs,” “Sorrow Songs with Note of 
Joy,” “Songs of Faith,” “Songs of Hope,” “Songs of Love,” “Songs of Determination,” 
“Songs of Adoration,” “Songs of Patience,” “Songs of Courage,” “Songs of Humility”), 
the “Birth and Growth of Certain Songs,” “Agencies of Preservation and Development” 
(including “The Tour of the Original Jubilee Singers”), and “What the Negro’s Music 
Means to Him.” In each chapter, Work emphasized the divine plan by which these songs 
were given for the betterment of the world, leading to his exposition of the Spirituals as 
“A Painted Picture of a Soul… in colors of music.”83  
                                                
81 Work, 17-18. 
82 Ibid 23. 
83 Ibid 123. 
 38 
The influence of Du Bois’ work is especially evident in this final chapter. Du Bois 
sought to unveil The Souls of Black Folk for his readers with the explanation that the 
main issue afflicting the Twentieth Century “is the problem of the color-line.”84 Work 
offered his book as a continuation of Du Bois’ efforts, believing that these songs have the 
capacity to bring about “the principle of brotherhood” lacking in the form of religion 
espoused by many throughout America’s colonial and national history: 
Of all the problems that face the human race, the problem of the Negro is 
the least scientifically studied. It is far and away the most important 
problem which is before our country for solution, and it is the most 
unwisely treated… The only source of authentic information, the only 
reliable source of truth in regard to the fundamentals of [the Negro’s] 
character, is his songs.85 
 
With this introduction, Work presented the conclusion of his decade-long examination. 
Having gathered and analyzed five hundred songs and song fragments from publications, 
interviews with ex-slaves, and discussions with scholars, he offered an explication of 
specific Spirituals, demonstrating that “Faith, hope, patience, endurance, prayer, joy, 
courage, and humility and the love of mankind, of home, and of God [are] the salient 
qualities of the Negro’s soul.”86 Work extended Du Bois’ claim that the Spirituals are 
African Americans’ message to the world by treating the songs as a window into the 
slaves’ character and also underscoring God’s purpose for the songs to be used in 
accomplishing the ultimate triumph of His justice and love. 
 John W. Work published his Du Bois-inspired and God-infused exposition of 
Spirituals in the second year of World War I. He viewed this period as a critical time in 
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man’s fight for right and the spirit of brotherhood for which Christ died. Howard 
Thurman (1899-1981; African-American theologian from Florida) published the next 
major exposition of the Spirituals from a Christian theological standpoint in 1945, four 
years after the United States’ entered World War II. It seems that Thurman was just as 
conscientious about the timing and potential impact of his publication as Work was thirty 
years prior, for Thurman wrote in the prologue that he chose to publish these reflections 
“at a moment when modern man is searching desperately for something big enough to 
absolve him from the shattering ‘loss of nerve’ that threatens to engulf our age.”87 
Originally delivered as meditations at the church in California where he served as pastor, 
Thurman compiled and published this pamphlet because he believed that the truths 
expressed in the Spirituals would enable man to learn from the way in which African-
American slaves thought about, responded to, and found solutions for the grave 
challenges posed by their experiences. The “problem of the color-line” had wreaked 
international havoc as man repeatedly rejected the message offered in the Spirituals, 
resulting in two world wars. So, the mantle was passed from sociologist to historian and 
now to theologian, directing man’s attention again to the example of the slaves who were 
enabled to transcend human nature’s thirst for revenge by Christian faith, hope, and love.    
 Thurman began by making a distinction between the text of the Spirituals and 
their musical elements. While the melody and rhythm “tend to deal with the external 
effect of the songs upon the listener,” the lyrics reveal “what the song said to the singer 
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and the way in which the stirrings of his mind and heart were given articulation.”88 Thus, 
it is the texts that constituted Thurman’s focus.  
In the first half of the book, entitled “Concerning Backgrounds,” Thurman 
provided a historical survey, introducing the sources that contributed to the slaves’ 
theology. The greatest influence came from itinerant, African-American preachers who 
traveled throughout the South, often meeting with slaves in secret as southern Whites 
grew increasingly hostile toward Black ministers whose message did not align with the 
slave masters’ interests. African-American preachers taught that “every human being was 
a Child of God… You are created in God’s image. You are not slaves, you are not 
‘niggers’; you are God’s children.”89 This message radiated strength and hope to every 
corner of the slaves’ soul, counteracting the lies of society which, through its laws and 
from its leaders, sought to infect the slaves with a belief that they were insignificant. 
African-American preachers offered an alternative viewpoint from which slaves could 
look to the world around them and see evidence of God’s love and power everywhere.  
From the Old Testament of the Bible, the slaves saw that “God was at work in all 
history… God was the deliverer… inasmuch as God is no respecter of persons, what he 
did for one race he would surely do for another.”90 And so, in their songs they sang 
Go down, Moses… 
Tell ole Pharaoh “Let my people go” 
and 
My Lord delivered Daniel; 
Why can’t He deliver me? 
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From the New Testament of the Bible, the slaves were enabled to grasp the simultaneous 
aspects of Jesus’ person as both almighty King and intimate Friend. “King Jesus in His 
chariot... King of kings and Lord of lords… Mighty Emmanuel… Conquering King!” 
was also “The lily of the valley.” Thurman pointed out the contrast between the images of 
Christ’s transcendent majesty and His beauty in the low places of earthly life, writing that 
“the human spirit makes a dual demand with reference to God – that God be vast, the 
Lord of Life, Creator, Ruler, King, in a sense, imperial; and that He also be intimate, 
primary, personal.”91 This was especially evident in the Spirituals describing Christ’s 
crucifixion and resurrection, for though He knew what it was to suffer and was therefore 
a compassionate Friend, He also conquered death in His own life, and would do the same 
for them. So they sang,  
Hallelujah t’ de Lamb,  
Jesus died for every man. 
But He ain’t comin’ here t’ die no mo’. 
and  
He rose, he rose from the dead,  
An’ de Lord shall bear my spirit home.92 
 
In addition to African-American preachers and the Bible, Thurman found in the 
Spirituals a theology analogized from the world of nature.93 His detailed description of 
the inch worm’s crawl provides a poignant illustration: 
He draws his little tail up to his head, making his body into a loop, then 
holding himself by his tail, he extends his head into the air and forward… 
His movement is slow, deliberate, formal, and extremely dignified. Often 
with his entire body lifted, he seems uncertain as to the way to go, 
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swinging himself from side to side in the air, until at last he lets himself 
straighten out on the ground.94   
 
By painstaking effort, the slaves inched along day after day. Unsure what tomorrow 
would bring and when deliverance would come, they gathered strength from above for 
every step by relying upon the Lord, and so they sang,  
Keep a inchin’ along like a po’ inch worm, 
Massa Jesus comin’ by an’ by.95  
 In addition to Scripture and the natural world, slaves gained theological 
knowledge from their religious experiences. Frustration in the present made it all the 
more important that they run no risk of missing the joys of Heaven, hence they sang: 
I want to be ready 
To walk in Jerusalem just like John 
and 
Lord, I want to be a Christian in my heart!96  
 
Religion had both a collective and an individual aspect. Every individual’s faith served to 
exhort others to stand against discouragement and temptation, yet each person was 
accountable for his own life before God and was therefore in need of constant strength 
for his daily walk. Hence the slaves sang, 
Let us cheer the weary traveler,  
Along the heavenly way  
and  
Walk Togedder, Children  
but also 
It’s not my brother but it’s me, O Lord 
Standing in the need of prayer.97  
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Hearkening back to Du Bois’ work, Thurman wrote, “These songs were rightfully called 
‘Sorrow Songs.’ They were born of tears and suffering… And yet the authentic note of 
triumph in God, rings out trumpet-tongued!”98  
Oh, nobody knows de trouble I’ve seen; 
Glory Hallelujah. 
 
With this context for the slaves’ theology, the second half of Thurman’s pamphlet 
focused on explicating four Spirituals, all of which illustrate one of the theological 
sources that Thurman identified. The first is “The Blind Man,” based on the New 
Testament account of Jesus giving sight to a blind man who cried out to Him from the 
roadside.99 Unlike the Scriptural account, the song ends with the man still blind. This 
“brings us face to face with a primary discovery of the human spirit. Very often, the pain 
of life is not relieved.”100 To such a fact, Thurman presented three potential responses: 
bitterness and cruelty, indifference and detachment, or acknowledgment of the 
circumstances and a choice to “hope even against odds and evidence... a complete and 
final refusal to be stopped.”101 This is the triumph conveyed in the Spiritual.  
The second of Thurman’s meditations discusses “Heaven, Heaven!” – a Spiritual 
that draws primarily on the slaves’ own experience. It speaks of the freedom that would 
come once the pain of life was escaped and “All God’s children got shoes” and a robe 
and crown – likely a reference to the accounts in Revelation 4 and 7. Thurman identified 
this as a song of protest, for the slaves sang,  
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When we get to Heaven  
We’re goin’ to put on our shoes  
An’ shout all over God’s Heaven. 
 
“Then looking up to the Big House where the master lived, [they] said: ‘But everybody 
talking ‘bout Heaven, / Ain’t going there.’”102 In the face of a hypocritical society that 
espoused Christianity and democracy while sanctioning slavery, Thurman identified three 
options, all of which presented a moral dilemma for the slaves: be honest and face 
potentially harmful consequences, deceive the oppressor to ensure a measure of self-
preservation, or assume that compromising one’s honesty is measured “on an ascending-
descending scale.”103 Each slave had to decide for himself, with an eye to his own soul.    
The third Spiritual analyzed by Thurman is “A Balm in Gilead,” based on the Old 
Testament prophet, Jeremiah, who asked: “Is there no balm in Gilead; is there no 
physician there? Why then is not the health of the daughter of my people recovered?”104 
Here, the slaves “straightened the question in Jeremiah’s sentence into an exclamation 
point: ‘There is a balm in Gilead!’” – demonstrating an optimism that transcends the 
pessimism of life.105 They were able to do this on the basis of two insights. First, they 
knew that all men – slave and slave master, rich and poor, Black and White – are bound 
by God’s moral order. Second, they knew that life’s contradictions are neither final nor 
ultimate, so positive change is always possible. This truth fueled their hope regardless of 
present conditions and circumstances.  
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The fourth and final Spiritual analyzed by Thurman is “Deep River,” which draws 
an analogy between life and a river. From a simple beginning, the river “increases in 
momentum, in depth, in breadth, in turbulence... It is always moving, always in process, 
always on its way,” pulling from the riverbank that shapes it as man’s life is shaped by 
every experience.106 Like a river, life also has times of flood, marked by dramatic lows 
and highs, and periods of drought when the emotions are subdued, and living grows 
monotonous. In both experiences, the answer is the sea. The flood is alleviated by 
opening to the sea, and the drought is filled by receiving more from the sea. “Life is like 
that! The goal of life is God! The source of life is God! That out of which life comes is 
that into which life goes. He out of whom life comes is He into whom life goes. God is 
the goal of man’s life, the end of all his seeking, the meaning of all his strivings.”107  
From these four Spirituals, Thurman offered a theology that has been tried and 
found true: God is the answer. However far men may wander in sin and darkness, “at last 
they must find their rest in Him.”108 The slaves deliberately placed their destiny into 
God’s hands, and man must do the same if he would transcend the hatred that produces 
slave plantations, tribal reservations, and concentration camps. Building on Du Bois and 
Work before him, Thurman drew out of the Spirituals God’s message of hope to man, 
given to the slaves and embedded in their songs in order to sing “a race [of self-idolizing 
man] from wood and stone to Christ.”  
                                                
106 Thurman, 32-34. 
107 Ibid 38. 
108 Ibid 39. 
 46 
PART 2: Authenticity in Performance 
 
What is it then? 
I will pray with the spirit, 
and I will pray with the understanding also: 
I will sing with the spirit, 
and I will sing with the understanding also.109 
 
Having glimpsed the many perspectives that were applied to the Spirituals in 
written scholarship, a final issue of performance practice remains to be discussed before 
we proceed to our conclusions regarding the impact of these interpretations upon the 
Spirituals canon. When the Jubilee Singers of Fisk University introduced Spirituals to the 
concert stage in 1871, they did not sing the songs in their original folk form. Ella 
Sheppard, one of the student-singers who also served as assistant director and 
pianist/organist for the ensemble, was tasked with the responsibility of arranging the 
songs to make them appropriate for concert performance.110  
As more Black colleges were established, the student ensemble tradition grew, 
serving the dual purpose of preserving and popularizing the music while garnering 
support for the schools. These universities and their ensembles also inspired, instructed, 
and eventually employed African-American musicians and composers who applied their 
training in Western concert music to the Spirituals, producing arrangements of increasing 
musical complexity and original compositions derived from the Spirituals’ thematic 
material. Listen to the Lambs, A Religious Characteristic in the form of an Anthem For 
Eight-part Chorus of Mixed Voices (1914) by Robert Nathaniel Dett (1882-1943; 
African-American composer and conductor from Ontario, professor of music at Hampton 
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Institute from 1913-1931) is often cited as the first derived composition and is sometimes 
called an “anthemized Spiritual.” However, Twenty-Four Negro Melodies transcribed for 
the piano (1905) by Samuel Coleridge-Taylor (1875-1912; Black-British violinist and 
composer from England) should also be counted among these derived compositions, 
albeit for piano rather than voice. His twenty-four “transcriptions” are actually elaborate 
variations on the melodies, sixteen of which are Negro Spirituals. It is likely that these 
piano works inspired such composers as Clarence Cameron White (1880-1960; African-
American violinist and composer from Tennessee), who published several arrangements 
of Spirituals for violin and piano, including Bandanna Sketches (Four Negro Spirituals) 
in 1918 and From the Cotton Fields in 1920.111  
Henry (Harry) Thacker Burleigh (1866-1949; African-American composer, music 
editor, and baritone soloist from Pennsylvania) played a pivotal role when he began 
arranging Spirituals as art songs for solo voice and piano. In 1901, Burleigh published 
Plantation Melodies Old and New, which featured “music composed or transcribed and 
adapted by H.T. Burleigh.”112 The original compositions were settings of poetry by James 
Edwin Campbell (1867-1896) and Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872-1906), well-known 
African-American authors who popularized the writing of poetry in dialect. The 
transcribed and adapted melodies were Spirituals and secular African-American folk 
songs set lyrically by Ray Edmund Phillips.113 However, it was Burleigh’s 1916 
collection, Jubilee Songs of the United States, that received widespread attention. These 
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and subsequent arrangements provided a repertoire of American art songs that 
internationally-acclaimed recitalists and opera singers such as Roland Hayes, Paul 
Robeson, Marian Anderson, and Leontyne Price included in their solo performances 
beginning as early as 1920. While these compositional and performance developments 
were a step along the way to fulfilling the views held by many who believed the 
Spirituals should be developed as a basis for American concert music, an increasing 
number of folklorists and historians emphasized the original folk forms of religious and 
secular slave songs, distinguishing these from the more recent concert music tradition.  
Advances in recording technology offered one resource for presenting these 
divergent views on authentic performance practice. In 1909, the Fisk Jubilee Singers (re-
organized as a male quartet by John W. Work, Jr.) began recording on the Victor label, 
and from 1915 to 1940, they made a series of recordings for Columbia. “The Fisk singers 
very much saw themselves as defenders of a pure style of spiritual singing that was 
untainted by the fads of blues or ragtime.”114 They also sought to distinguish their style 
from gospel quartets who recorded in the 1920s and from the minstrel caricatures of their 
performances that had become popular during the original ensemble’s travels. At the 
other end of the spectrum, song collectors began to use phonograph technology for field 
recordings. The best-known individual is John Lomax (1867-1948; European-American 
folklorist from Mississippi) who, along with his family, traveled throughout the South 
from 1933-1946 under the auspices of the Library of Congress, in order to preserve the 
folk traditions that were dying away and remained untapped by the commercial recording 
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industry. These field recordings included contemporary folk performances of Spirituals in 
rural areas of the South, including the Sea Islands of Georgia and South Carolina, which 
had remained relatively isolated from the mainland and still retained some aspects of 
their pre-Emancipation and African culture.115  
Field recordings were a technological extension of the traditional song collecting 
that began at least as far back as the abolitionists of the 1860s. Song collecting continued 
at a number of the early freedmen schools, where the students served as primary sources 
for ever-expanding editions as well as for the student ensembles’ repertoires. This began 
with Fisk University’s first collection in 1872, notated by Theodore Frelinghuysen 
Seward (1835-1902), a European-American musician and music editor from New York 
who had no previous affiliation with the university and no prior experience in the study 
of African-American music. Hampton Institute followed close on Fisk University’s heels, 
with collections compiled by the institute’s music professors, the first of whom was 
Thomas P. Fenner (1829-1912), a European-American musician from Rhode Island who 
helped found the New England Conservatory of Music. These early editions, often 
coupled with information about the schools’ operations and students’ accomplishments, 
were an extension of the student singing ensembles whose initial purpose was to garner 
financial support. Table 2 records the editions published by Fisk and Hampton during the 
late Nineteenth Century: 
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v. 
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TABLE 2: Early Song Collections by Fisk University and Hampton Institute 
Date of 
Publication 
Institution Title Song Collectors Book Authors 
1872 Fisk Jubilee Songs: As 
Sung by the Jubilee 






1872 Fisk Jubilee Songs: 
complete. As Sung by 
the Jubilee Singers, of 
Fisk University 
T. Seward,  
G. White 
 
1873 Fisk The Jubilee Singers, 
And Their Campaign 
for Twenty Thousand 
Dollars 
T. Seward,  
G. White 
Gustavus Pike 
1874 Hampton Hampton and Its 
Students, with Fifty 
Cabin and Plantation 
Songs arranged by 
Thomas P. Fenner 
Thomas Fenner Mrs. M.F. 
Armstrong, 
Helen Ludlow 
1875 Fisk The Singing 
Campaign for Ten 
Thousand Pounds; or 
The Jubilee Singers in 
Great Britain 
T. Seward,  
G. White 
G. Pike 
1877 Fisk The Story of the 
Jubilee Singers, with 
their songs 
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In the preface of Fisk’s first edition, which was reproduced in subsequent 
publications, Seward wrote, “The public may feel assured that the music herein given is 
entirely correct. It was taken down from the singing of the band, during repeated 
interviews held for the purpose, and no line or phrase was introduced that did not receive 
full indorsement [sic] from the singers.”116 Seward’s assurance went a step further than 
the editors of the 1867 Slave Songs of the United States collection who wrote, “The 
difficulty experienced in attaining absolute correctness is greater than might be supposed 
by those who have never tried the experiment, and we are far from claiming that we have 
made no mistakes.”117 Seward’s claim of an “entirely correct” transcription was also 
contested by Thomas Rutling, one of the original Jubilee Singers who sang in the 
notating sessions.118 Despite the challenges of accurate transcribing, song collectors in 
the Twentieth Century continued to seek “authentic” African-American folk songs in 
affiliation with the freedmen colleges and later in rural parts of the South, as time passed 
from Reconstruction to Jim Crow and on to the 1960s. These song collections began to 
distinguish not just between Spirituals, work songs, and social songs of the past but also 
between the “old folk songs” passed down from slavery and the “new folk songs” that 
grew out of the slave tradition, encompassing new religious songs, story songs, lullabies, 
work songs, and Blues. A select list of such publications is in the following Table: 
  
                                                
116 Theodore F. Seward and George White, Jubilee Songs: as sung by the Jubilee Singers, of Fisk 
University (New York: Biglow and Main, 1872), 3. 
117 Allen, iv. 
118 Sandra Graham, “What’s the Score? Interpreting Transcriptions of the Fisk Jubilee Spirituals,” in 
Musicology Annual XLII/1 (2007), 117. 
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TABLE 3: Select Song Collections of the Twentieth Century 
Date of Publication Title Song Collectors 
1901 Cabin and Plantation Songs, As Sung 
by the Hampton Students 
Thomas Fenner, Frederic 
Rathbun, Bessie Cleaveland 
1907 Folk Songs of the American Negro  
(two volumes) 
Frederick J. Work, ed. 
1909 Religious Folk Songs of the Negro, As 
Sung on the Plantations. New Edition 
Arranged by the musical directors of 
The Hampton Normal and Agricultural 
Institute From the original edition by 
Thomas P. Fenner 
unspecified; 
Robert Moton, commandant 
1918-1919 Hampton Series: Negro Folk-Songs, 
Books I-II, III-IV 
Natalie Curtis-Burlin 
1925 On the Trail of Negro Folk-Songs Dorothy Scarborough 
1925 Saint Helena Island Spirituals, 
Recorded and Transcribed at Penn 
Normal, Industrial and Agricultural 
School 
Nicholas Ballanta-Taylor 
1927 Religious Folk-Songs of the Negro, as 
sung at Hampton Institute 
Robert Nathaniel Dett, ed. 
1940 American Negro Songs and Spirituals John W. Work, III 
1942 Slave Songs of the Georgia Sea Islands Lydia Parrish 
1963 Negro Folk Music, U.S.A. Harold Courlander 
1964 The Negro and His Songs: A Study of 
Typical Negro Songs in the South 
Howard Odum, Guy  Johnson 
1965 American Negro Folk-Songs Newman White 
 
Through publications and performance, musicians and researchers sought to answer the 
question: What constitutes an authentic Spiritual? 
In an article titled “Spirituals and Neo-Spirituals,” Zora Neale Hurston (1891-
1960; African-American folklorist and author from Alabama) wrote,  
There never has been a presentation of genuine Negro spirituals to any 
audience anywhere. What is being sung by the concert artists and glee 
clubs are the works of Negro composers or adapters based on the 
spirituals… All good work and beautiful, but not the spirituals… This is 
no condemnation of the neo-spirituals. They are a valuable contribution to 
 53 
the music and literature of the world. But let no one imagine that they are 
the songs of the people, as sung by them.119 
 
Hurston cited the following differences between neo-spirituals and genuine Negro 
Spirituals: settings for solo or quartet versus “the jagged harmony” that is essential to the 
Spirituals and that no group can be trained to reproduce; performance from a notated 
score verses performance as a compositional act so that “each singing of the piece is a 
new creation;” and the performer’s concern for aesthetic value versus “the real Negro 
singer [who] cares nothing about pitch. The first notes just burst out and the rest of the 
church join in… sung by a group, and a group bent on expression of feelings and not on 
sound effects.”120 
Hurston’s distinction was typical of the new-found emphasis on racial heritage 
that characterized the Black (or Harlem) Renaissance and which challenged the 
authenticity of European-influenced forms of African-American identity and artistry. 
Nearly a decade earlier, in a chapter titled “The Negro Spirituals,” Alain Locke (1886-
1954; African-American philosophy professor and critic of literature and art) wrote: “The 
Spirituals are spiritual… it is untrue to their tradition and to the folk-genius to give them 
another tone.”121 His chapter acknowledges that it was African Americans who removed 
the Spirituals from their original context and that doing so enabled the songs to be 
preserved. “Nevertheless it was to an alien atmosphere that the missionary campaigning 
of the Negro schools and colleges took these songs. And the concert stage has but taken 
                                                
119 Zora Neale Hurston, “Spirituals and Neo-Spirituals,” in Negro Anthology, ed. Nancy Cunard (London: 
Wishart, 1934), 360. 
120 Ibid 360. 
121 Alain Locke, “Negro Spirituals,” in The New Negro: An Interpretation, ed. Alain Locke (New York: A. 
and C. Boni, 1925), 201. 
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them an inevitable step further from their original setting… They are essentially 
congregational, not theatricals, just as they are essentially a choral not a solo form.”122  
Despite these strong words, Locke was an advocate of the Spirituals being 
developed within the concert music idiom, and he proposed guidelines for how this could 
be done authentically, emphasizing a need for balance that fused rather than separated or 
over-stressed the distinctive melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic elements of the music. 
Although some African-American composers had been too strongly influenced by the 
idioms and mannerisms of Western concert music when arranging the Spirituals, Locke 
warned against restricting “this wonderfully potential music to the narrow confines of 
‘simple versions’ and musically primitive molds… So long as the peculiar quality of 
Negro song is maintained, and the musical idiom kept unadulterated, there is and can be 
no set limitation.”123 Likewise, he advocated for a range of expression in performance, 
embracing the oft-contrasted singing styles of both Roland Hayes (“subdued, ecstatic, 
and spiritually refined”) and Paul Robeson (“robust and dramatic”) with the explanation 
that “the folk itself has these same two styles of singing.”124 James Weldon Johnson, in 
his preface published the same year, helped to clarify how it is that both these singers can 
represent unadulterated performances of the Spirituals despite obvious technical and 
stylistic differences: “These two singers, apparently so different, have the chief essential 
in common; they both feel the Spirituals deeply.”125  
                                                
122 Locke, 201-202. 
123 Ibid 207-208. 
124 Ibid 208. 
125 Johnson, 29.  
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Locke’s strongest criticism was against the predominance of solo settings. He 
lauded younger composers, such as R. Nathaniel Dett, Hall Johnson, and Lawrence 
Brown, for returning to choral arrangements, and he called for these new arrangements to 
move increasingly in the direction of “the larger choral forms of the symphonic choir, 
through which they will reachieve their folk atmosphere and epic spirituality” in 
polyphonic rather than homophonic settings, thereby reflecting the uniqueness of the 
original Spirituals’ harmonic performance, which some have described as 
heterophonic.126 In keeping with the ideas of the Black Renaissance, Locke wrote that 
African-American musicians have “not only a peculiar advantage but a particular 
function and duty” to continue the preservation of their musical heritage, “but [they] must 
cultivate that which would also develop it,” thereby contributing to the substance and 
style of the larger body of choral and instrumental contemporary music.127 
 Long before the Black Renaissance, questions about how to sing the Spirituals 
correctly were already in the air. Early on, this was presented as a matter of race. Paul 
Laurence Dunbar wrote in 1899 that “It is only the Negro who can sing these songs with 
effect. The white professional acts; the negro feels. Here lies the difference. With the 
black man’s heritage of song has come the heritage of sorrow, giving to his song the 
expression of a sorrowful sweetness which the mere imitator can never attain.”128 In 
1915, John W. Work, Jr. identified a different group, writing that educated Negroes often 
lack the “spirituality and courage necessary to a proper rendering of these songs… for it 
                                                
126 Locke, 202 and 209. 
127 Ibid 207 and 210. 
128 Paul Laurence Dunbar, “Negro Music,” Chicago Record, 1899. Appears in Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and 
Gene Andrew Jarrett, ed., The New Negro: Readings on Race, Representation, and African American 
Culture, 1892-1938 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), 447. 
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is considered bad musical taste by most of those who teach Negroes.”129 Here, the issue 
was one of educational ideologies and societal aspirations rather than race. By 1925, the 
Black Renaissance was well underway. Solo arrangements of Spirituals for domestic and 
professional performance had been in print for a decade, and Roland Hayes (1887-1976; 
African-American tenor and composer from Georgia) was five years into his career as a 
recitalist of international acclaim, programming his concerts with Negro Spirituals, 
German lieder, and French and Italian art songs. In this atmosphere, James Weldon 
Johnson again raised the topic of how to sing the Spirituals and whether race is a factor in 
doing so correctly. He wrote,  
I think white singers, concert singers, can sing Spirituals – if they feel 
them… it is necessary to know the truth about their origin and history, to 
get in touch with the association of ideas that surround them, and to realize 
something of what they have meant in the experiences of the people who 
created them… the capacity to feel these songs while singing them is more 
important than any amount of mere artistic technique.130 
 
As circumstances changed for African Americans, and their music was increasingly 
appropriated by Whites in the United States and in Europe, the ability to emotionally 
experience and express the Spirituals’ underlying significance remained as a criterion of 
authenticity among African-American scholars and musicians, equally necessary for 
Blacks as well as Whites.  
Another aspect of performance practice that sparked debate was the textual 
delivery of arrangements, especially those which attempted to represent the southern 
dialect that was native to the Spirituals. Some advocated “the abandonment of the dialect 
                                                
129 Work, 40. 
130 Johnson, 29. 
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versions to insure [the genre’s] dignity and reverence.”131 Yet Roland Hayes offered a 
different view, casting the text in the same light as the music. Just as the songs must be 
“felt,” which is only possible by thorough study of and personal engagement with the 
music, its meaning, and its history, singing in dialect should not be attempted without 
mastering both the dialect and the idiom of the genre’s great singers. A failure to do so 
could only result in caricatures that fail to convey “the profound religious expression 
which is the very heartbeat of the Aframerican religious folk song.”132 Hayes’ comments 
reflect his own experiences as a lyric tenor of African-American heritage who was 
internationally recognized as a master of art songs in Italian, French, and German as well 
as his native English. In this regard, he was a well-qualified counselor for singers who 
had not lived in the rural South during or shortly after slavery. The key to connecting 
with the Spirituals was to “realize that the inner significance of these songs stems from a 
universal human source, common to all mankind… That which fills, and ofttime 
overflows, the choicest of Aframerican folk song utterance (and all singing for that 
matter) is implicit in those most important of items called ‘Right Spirit of Song’ and 
‘Meaning in the Words.’”133 
  
                                                
131 Locke, 204. See also Johnson, 13. 
132 Roland Hayes, My Songs (Boston: Little, Brown, 1948), 8. 
133 Ibid 9. 
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CONCLUSION 
I, too, sing America. 
 
I am the darker brother. 
They send me to eat in the kitchen 
When company comes. 
But I laugh, 
And eat well, 
And grow strong. 
 
To-morrow 
I’ll sit at the table 
When company comes 
Nobody ’ll dare 
Say to me, 
“Eat in the kitchen” 
Then. 
 
Besides, they'll see how beautiful I am 
And be ashamed,– 
 
I, too, am America.134 
 
In “I Too,” Langston Hughes summarized both the controversies and the 
conclusions that surrounded African Americans’ music since slavery. Throughout 
history, music played a significant role in bringing about the realization that African 
Americans, too, are America. As discussed in the preceding chapters, Spirituals were the 
first to have this impact, yet they initially inspired numerous questions among slave 
masters, European travelers, abolitionists, and music critics and researchers:  
Can African Americans produce beautiful music? 
Why do African Americans sing? 
Are African Americans content to await freedom in Heaven?  
Are the Spirituals original compositions or imitations of European music? 
 
                                                
134 Langston Hughes, “I Too,” in The New Negro: An Interpretation, ed. Alain Locke (New York: A. and 
C. Boni, 1925), 145. 
 59 
After emancipation, African Americans asked different questions as musicians and 
scholars, yet they were always aware of and often addressed the earlier debates. This is 
demonstrated in the fact that academic publications and musical scores typically began 
with an account of the music’s history and significance, musical characteristics, and 
uniqueness as an American art form. 
For a century, from the 1860s to the 1960s, song collectors published newly-
found African-American folk songs and variants, yet many composers returned to a core 
group of Spirituals for their choral, solo, and instrumental arrangements. The reason lies 
primarily in the fact that the performance tradition was rooted in Black colleges, where 
the repertoire was based on the students’ songs. International attention generated by 
college ensembles produced a market for collections published by or affiliated with the 
institutions and their faculty, whereas other song collections had a smaller audience, 
limited to researchers and connoisseurs.135 The university repertoires became familiar to a 
broad audience, including the thousands of students who attended these schools; the 
many musicians who studied there and went on to become composers, performers, and 
professors; and the masses who heard and purchased their songs around the world. Over 
time, this increased demand for the songs as material for choral and solo arrangements, 
once emphasis shifted from preservation to domestic and concert music.  
Although the development of solo arrangements began independently of any 
Black college, H.T. Burleigh was undoubtedly influenced by the student ensemble 
                                                
135 Two examples of affiliated publications are the 1907 collections by Frederick J. Work with 
introductions by John W. Work, Jr. (Fisk professor and Jubilee Singers director, who was also Fredrick’s 
brother) and the 1918-1919 collections by Natalie Curtis-Burlin, transcribed from the singing of students at 
Hampton Institute. 
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tradition that had developed during his teenage years, and as the son of an escaped slave, 
he heard and sang Spirituals since childhood. These were the songs he first began to 
arrange while a student under Dvořák at the National Conservatory. Similarly, Roland 
Hayes was the son of former slaves in Georgia, and many of the songs he arranged for his 
solo recitals were learned in church as a child or while a Fisk student and Jubilee Singer. 
Thus, even the solo tradition’s repertoire was initially drawn from personal sources rather 
than published song collections. 
Since African Americans played the pivotal role in deciding which Spirituals to 
arrange and perform, it follows that the interpretive debates, which were unique to 
African Americans, had the greatest influence on the canon that was developed. Once the 
majority of African Americans came to view the Spirituals as an honorable heritage 
rather than a shameful vestige of the past, they chose which songs to preserve through 
performance and publication. From the Jubilee Singers’ tours under the auspices of the 
American Missionary Association to the international travels of Roland Hayes, Paul 
Robeson, and Marian Anderson, the repertoire reflected a belief in the songs’ capacity to 
communicate truth and stir hearts to Christian love. Ultimately, the ability to genuinely 
express this message became the primary factor in performance as well.  
Are the Spirituals a source of dignity or shame?  
What can modern man learn from the message of the Spirituals? 
How should the Spirituals be performed? 
These are the questions that African Americans most actively explored with regard to the 
interpretation of Spirituals from slavery to 1970, hence these are the debates which most 
directly affected their selection of songs for arranging and for performance. 
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